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DEMONIAC POSSESSION. 143 

DEMONIAC POSSESSION. 

THOSE who, during the last few years, have been 
endeavouring to keep their fingers upon the pulse of 
popular thought have become aware of a decided change 
in the attitude of our more cultured classes towards those 
problems which lie about the supernatural. So great has 
been the reaction from the gospel of contented material- 
ism, that there is in some cases a real danger of the 
swinging pendulum reaching the point of actual super- 
stition. The advent of Christian Science; the pilgrim 
trains to Lourdes; the influence of such names as Frederic 
Myers, Professor James, Mr. Andrew Lang and Sir Oliver 
Lodge; the more definite results of psychic research, have 
all, in varying degrees, tended to produce an alert, 
serious, and, on the whole, reverent interest in the spiritual 
world. Discussion in the smoking-room is ceasing to 
hover round the abstract possibility of miracles having 
happened in Palestine in the first century; the debate now 
centres upon the probability of one having taken place 
next door and yesterday. "Spiritual healing" is in the 
air; and this ozone has acted as a tonic upon the relaxed 
mind of society. To the laugh or the jest, the spiritual 
healer replies with the confident invitation, "Come and 
see." And those who go and see come away impressed 
and thinking. A short residence in the West End of 
London will convince a sceptic that the words of Lecky 
are no longer true of the attitude of our cultured classes, 
at least towards the wide region of therapeutics, when he 
says: "At present nearly all educated men receive an 
account of a miracle taking place in their own day with an 
absolute and even derisive incredulity which dispenses 
with all examination of evidence."' 

This modification in what we may term the attitude of 
the smoking-room has its counterpart in the less impres- 

1 Lecky, Rationalism in Europe, p. I. 
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144 DEMONIAC POSSESSION, 

sionable atmosphere of the common-room. The super- 
cilious "Miracles do not happen "2 has been softened 
down to the more gracious " Miracles lie all around us; 
only they are not miracles. Special providences envelope 
us; only they are not special. Prayer is a means of com- 
munication as natural and as simple as is speech."' 

The scientific mind, with its confident " Nothing is that 
errs from law," is beginning to have a " Sense sublime of 
something far -more deeply interfused "; to feel that its 
law is not all law; that the material universe may be open 
to spiritual influences. of a higher order, permeated by a 
Divine Spirit, of Wihom with equal confidence the spiritual 
mind declares, "Closer is He than breathing, nearer than 
hands or feet." 

In fact it is not an overstatement of the case to assert 
that amongst scientific men of the highest eminence there 
is an increasing willingness to seek for the explanation of 
the abnormal in some higher law, to suspend judgement 
in the meantime, and to accept the happy epigram of St. 
Augustine: " Portentum ergo fit non contra naturam, sed 
contra quam est nota natura."' 

This more modest and friendly attitude of science 
towards the supernatural, and the general interest aroused 
by Christian Science and similar movements within the 
Church, have focussed the attention of thoughtful people 
upon the miracles of healing recorded in the Gospel. It 
is, of course, recognized that these have never formed so 
serious a stumbling-block as. those which have come to be 
known as " cosmic miracles." As Bishop Bernard has 
said : 

"Some of these present no peculiar difficulty of credence to 
anyone who is familiar with the remarkable phenomena of hyp- 
notism, or more generally the influence of a strong mind over a 
weak one, though it would be rash to assert . . . that this 
is the whole secret in any case."' 

2 M. Arnold, God and the Bible, p. 232. 
5Sir O. Lodge, Man and the Universe, j ith ed., p. 68. 
*De Civitate Dei, xxix. 8. 

Hasting's D. B., Art. "Miracles." 
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DEMONIAC POSSESSION. 145 

This is quite true, for everybody is compelled to recognize 
the valuable aid of "suggestion" in the treatment of 
mental and nervdus cases; and everybody knows that 
hypnotism, particularly in France, has come to play an 
important part in therapeutics. 

The modern mind, in fact, finds little difficulty in 

believing that within certain limits some forms of disease 
may have been cured by " faith," but it does find a most 
serious difficulty in believing that they were caused by 
demons. It is prepared to admit that the "suggestion" 
given by a spiritual healer may liberate the sub-conscious 
recuperative powers, but it hesitates to accept a diagnosis 
which implies "possession " by an evil spirit. 

Our purpose in this article is briefly to examine the 
attitude of the Gospels towards our subject, and then to 
indicate some of the results of recent psychic research 
which seem to render that position tenable. 

When we turn to examine the accounts of healing in 
-the New Testament we find that the Synoptic tradition 
(St. Luke in particular) is emphatic in attributing disease 
--and such particular maladies as deafness, dumbness, 
epilepsy, and blindness-to the agency of personal 
malignant spiritual powers;6 and that our Lord, not only 
by addressing the demons, but by bestowing the power of 
exorcism, is made responsible for this belief. 

When, however, we pass on to the Fourth Gospel, we 
find ourselves in a very different atmosphere, for the writer 
-while accepting and proclaiming a personal devil--men- 
tions no single case either of "possession" or of the 

casting out of demons. 
Something sealed 

The lips of that Evangelist. 
We may not be justified in basing an argument on his 
silence; but his silence at least arouses a presumption that 

6 The names in the New Testament are &~ lwv, which has a 
more personal signification than 8toLPvLov; v~o.ac 7ov77?6v 

X.~I /u00c&OopO-mv, vcv (x0 8%Ovtovou 'otWOiTrou. In Matt. viii. 6 
they are mentioned simply as -r& ,tvtuoerot. 
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146 DEMONIAC POSSESSION. 

the idea of "possession " loomed less largely in his mind 
and in his philosophy of life. 

So great is this difficulty to inquiring minds, that many 
have tacitly adopted the emendation of Professor Romanes 
and for "possession" read "nervous disorders."7 This 
way out of the difficulty, however, has the merit neither of 
originality nor of novelty, for we find Origen rebuking 
some physicians of his day who had the temerity to main- 
tain that the young man mentioned in Matt. xvii. 14 was 
only afflicted with the falling sickness.8 

This method of dealing with the question reminds 
one of Humpty Dumpty's " nice knock-down argument"- 
"When I use a word it means just what I choose it to 
mean--neither more nor less." And certainly the plain 
man feels justified in answering with Alice, "The ques- 
tion is whether you can make words mean so many different 
things." 

This attempt to find refuge in the vague term " nervous 
disorders" will not stand upon an investigation of the 
facts; and indeed no attempt to carry out in detail the 
neurotic theory has been made by those who have adopted 
it. When we consider such facts as the personal rebuke, 
the recognition of our Lord, and the curious phenomena 
accompanying the miracle known as the "Gadarene 
swine," we see the impossibility of explaining them on 
any " nervous theory." But the death blow has been given 
to this naive explanation by Dr. Ryle in the Hibbert 
Journal.9 After a careful examination of the narratives 
of the miracles of healing recorded in the Gospels, he 
shows that the great majority of cases recorded are not 
those which can be cured by " faith " or by " suggestion." 
Certainly it is difficult for the candid mind to arrive at 

any other conclusion but that the Synoptic writers not only 

'See Thioughts on Religion, 2nd ed., p. i81. 
I Origen, In Matt. iii. 6. 
9 "The Neurotic Theory of the Miracles of Healing," by R. J. 

Ryle. Hibbert Journal, April, 1907. 
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DEMONIAC POSSESSION. 147 

themselves believed in "possession," but that they also 
believed that Jesus believed in it. 

Another line of argument endeavours not to untie the 
knot, but to cut it. With cool deliberation it eliminates 
a belief in " devils " from the mind and consciousness of 
Christ. "It is certain," says Beyschlag, " that Jesus did 
not recognize as personal devils the demons in whom the 
popular Jewish belief saw personal agents of Satan," and 
in order to explain his position he says further, "The 
form of representation is undoubtedly personifying, but 
all the passages are poetic in style."'0 gut poetry is a 
land whose frontiers are indefinite, and its vague hinter- 
land is a refuge for all those whose theory will not fit the 
facts. How far is this "poetic style" to be allowed to 
extend ? Who is to fix the bounds beyond which one 
cannot pass? When Jesus expressed His belief in a per- 
sonal God is that poetic also? Is His claim to be Divine 
merely an idyll ? 

But this kind of argument is as unworthy as it is un- 
sound; for to maintain that our Lord would persistently 
and publicly use the language of popular demonology, 
and yet in reality hold secret opinions totally at variance 
with the impression He knew those words would convey 
to His hearers is-to say the least-to deny Him the grace 
of candour. No one could wish to claim His authority 
for all the popular beliefs of His time; but it is clear from 
the Synoptists and from St. Paul that he did give no 
uncertain impression as to His belief, and it is only upon 
this assumption that many of the acts recorded of Him 
are intelligible. It is indeed difficult to believe that His 

xevowa. 
was of such a nature that He should have stamped 

with His authority a doctrine of the spiritual world which 
is in reality not true, for whatever may have been the 

origin, the evolution and the extent of the popular 
demonology of His day, we are at least on firm ground 
when we state that Christ has stamped with His authority 

10 N. T. Theol., vol. i., pp. 93, 95. 
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148 DEMONIAC POSSESSION. 

the belief that certain physical maladies were due to the 
direct agency of evil spirits. It seems impossible to 
accept Christianity as a whole, and at the same time deny 
that demoniac possession ever was or can be possible. 

Before passing on, one question demands a brief con- 
sideration. Those who are prepared to grant that the 
Synoptic tradition is a substantial record of facts often 
ask how it comes to pass that there are no demoniacs now, 
and why these have wholly disappeared. As Trench 
pointed out, however, this assumption that there are none 
now itself demands to be proved.n As a matter of fact, 
the weight of evidence seems to be gradually tending to 
show that, even in our own country, " possession " has by 
no means ceased. Mr. Hickson, the well known spiritual 
healer, has told the writer that, as a result of long 
experience in dealing with abnormal cases, he has come to 
believe in "possession," as being the only theory that 
seems to fit the facts; and that as a consequence he has 
been in the habit of exorcizing some patients with extra- 
ordinary success. But even granted that there are some 
cases to be found to-day, it is quite evident from the 
account of the Synoptists that "possession " was much 
more frequent in their time than in ,ours. It is always 
mentioned by them as an ordinary phenomenon without 

surprise and without explanation. It is often looked upon 
as a suspicious and significant fact that at a time when men 
were ignorant of pathology these cases should beof frequent 
occurrence, while as medical science has progressed they 
seem to have gradually disappeared. But there is no very 
serious difficulty here. There have been other advances in 
the world besides that of scientific pathology, The whole 
moral tone of Europe has advanced: the moral and 

psychic atmosphere has been cleansed. Nforal degrada- 
tion produces a psychic state which, for all we know, 
may easily admit evil spirits. " Possession " evidently 
requires an atmosphere, and the wreck, confusion and 

11 Notes on Miracles, 13th ed., p. 173 ff. 
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DEMONIAC POSSESSION. 149 

degradation of the moral state of man may have produced 
a congenial environment for these evil powers in a day 
which was " the hour and power of darkness." This is no 
far-fetched theory, for 1H-ecker in his work on The 
Epidemics of the Middle Ages" points out how certain 
maladies seem to root themselves in a peculiar tempera- 
ment which belongs to men's minds in different ages. The 
case of the terrible Dancing Mania, which he instances, 
goes to show how these peculiar inflictions rise, flourish, 
gradually decline, and perhaps disappear altogether, till 
their very existence and possibility are denied by the 
sceptical ignorance of a later age. It is quite reasonable 
to argue that comparative immunity from demoniac 
possession is the result, not of medical, but of moral pro- 
gress, and so far from presenting a difficulty is rather 
what we should expect. 

Let us now pass from these considerations and endeavour 
to see what light is thrown upon our subject by modern 
scientific investigation. We can only glance at a few 
suggestive results, but the impression left upon the mind 
is a friendly one. 

It is not generally recognized what a mass of carefully 
sifted and authenticated evidence lies at our disposal. 
Since the year 1882, when the Society for Psychical 
Research was founded, many of the most eminent 
scientific men of our time have been engaged in conducting 
serious and elaborate experiments, and with the utmost 
care investigating curious and supernormal psychological 
conditions. Such names, as M9ir. Arthur Balfour, Sir W. 
Crookes, Mr. Frederic Myers, Professor Sidgwick, Lord 

Rayleigh and Sir Oliver Lodge amongst our own savants, 
and such well-known foreigners as Mme. Curie, the dis- 
coverer of radium, and Professors Janet and Bergson will 

give credit to the achievements. of the Society. 
These investigators make a point of approaching the 

subject with an open mind. If Science cannot see her way 
to affirm, she is at least careful not to deny. 

12 pp. 87-152. 
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150 DEMONIAC POSSESSION. 

"This is the standing controversy," says Sir Oliver Lodge, "by 
no means dead at the present day. Is the world controlled by a 
Living Person ? .. . .If there be any orders of conscious 
existence in the universe, as probably there are, are they also 
locked up in their several planets without the power of communi- 
cating or helping or informing ?,13 
Here we have "the open mind," with an evident bias in 
favour of the existence of spiritual beings who may play 
their unseen part behind the drama of human life. But 
the scientific investigation of the supernormal has resulted 
in more than a sympathetic or an open mind. It has 
suggested a complete revolution in our conception of per- 
sonality. Lurking beneath the conscious self of waking 
hours it has found a hidden self-sublimninall"---unsus- 
pected indeed by the wayfaring man, but containing 
activities and faculties far exceeding the range of his 
conscious self. At the margin of this vast unexplored 
ocean men of science " look at each other with a wild 
surmise." It is here that spirit with spirit can meet in the 
trance of hypnotism and in the mysterious sympathy of 

telepathy. The cautious and conservative psychologist 
will warn us that, although he recognizes the fact, such 
catch-words as "subliminal self " and "secondary self" 
as commonly used, are little more than cloaks to hide our 

ignorance; and such an authority as Professor Barrett 
warns us that it does not explain all the phenomena in 
the domain of psychic research.15 But, none the less, the 
"subliminal self " has come to be established; and this 
extension of the possibilities of human faculty, and 

through it, of the influence of mind upon mind, and of 
mind upon body, opens up a wide region for the explorer. 

1sOp. cit., pp. 25, 26. 
1" Hartmann in his Philosophy of the Unconscious (quoted by 

Illingworth in his Personality: Human and Divine) considers that 
Leibniz was the first to call attention to the unconscious element 
in human personality. Herschel believed that there was evidence 
of an intelligence working within our organization distinct from 
our conscious personality. It is, of course, to Freaeric Myers 
that we owe the term subliminal. 

15 Barrett. Psychic Research, p. 40. 
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All this has a distant bearing on our subject. If the 
dim chambers of the "subliminal self " can, in the 
hypnotic trance, be tenanted by another will, and if the 
"wireless" of telepathy can write upon its walls, why 
should its doors be considered for ever closed to the kindly 
visitations of a Guardian Angel, or to the defilement of 
an unclean spirit ? 

The conclusions of psychic research, however, do not 
stop here. A world of suggestive material has been pro- 
vided by investigation in that department of mental 
pathology which deals with the phenomenon known as 
hysteria. A good deal of attention has been given 
recently to this branch of the subject in France, where the 
study has been put on a scientific basis. One result of 
careful investigation has been the evolution and gradual 
acceptance of the theory of "dual personality." The 
investigators have succeeded in showing that 
"in many such cases, perhaps in all, the essence of the dis- 
order is some division of the mind into parts, which, instead of 
co-operating in normal fashion, function more or less indepen- 
dently of one another, and even enter into a sort of rivalry. 
In this way is introduced the notion of the division or splitting 
of the personality, resulting in alternating or in co-existing dual 
personalities."l" 

Unlike Dante's awful image, the serpent and the man, 
have not in these cases "each melted into other,"") but 
remain distinct, inhabiting indeed the same body, but not 
dwelling together in unity. The fact of dual personality 
seems to be well established, but its cause is at present a 
matter of conjecture. All that Professor Janet can 
venture to suggest is some deflexion in the unifying prin- 
ciple of the mind; but the student of the phenomenon of 

16 McDougall, Psychology, p. Ig6 ff. For instances of dual 
personality see Janet's case of Ldonie, Revue Philosophique, 
Mars, i888: also the case of Achille in Janet's Nervoses et Iddes 
fixds. Cp. the case of Jane Cakebread in London Police Courts 
by Holmes. 

17 Inferno xxv. 

This content downloaded from 188.72.126.25 on Sun, 15 Jun 2014 01:58:26 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


152 DEMONIAC POSSESSION. 

"dual personality" cannot fail to be struck with the many 
points of resemblance to the accounts given in the Synoptic 
Gospels and by them attributed to the influence of evil 
spirits. 

Before summing up and drawing to a conclusion, it 
ought to be stated that Frederic Myers, who devoted his 
genius with unsparing labour to the cause of psychic 
research, and whose Human Personality is a monumental 
witness to his industrious care, after a critical survey of 
the whole field, arrived at the deliberate conclusion that 
the fact of "possession" has been firmly established, 
though on the evidence he hesitated to assert that it is 
necessarily diabolic or hostile.'3 

Let us now draw these threads together and come 
to a conclusion. We have seen that the Synoptists 
believed, and have presented Christ as believing, 
in demrroniac possession. Any attempt to explain 
away this either by a "nervous theory" or by an 
appeal to the xrwoatq fails. We have also seen a good 
reason why these strange phenomena should be less violent 
and less frequent in our own day, though no reason why 
we should consider them to have ceased altogether. 
Science has been approaching the subject with an open 
mind, and has already opened up to us a conception of 
personality which has immensely widened our outlook. 
We have in the " subliminal self " a mysterious underworld 
where under certain conditions--as in hypnotism-the will 
of one person seems to take over the control of the mind 
and bodily mechanism of another. In certain cases we 
have the strange phenomenon of "dual personality," 
either alternating or co-existing, and often in rivalry-and 
along with these facts a growing conviction amongst dis- 
tinguished men of science that personalities in the spiritual 
plane can influence and perhaps communicate with our 
personalities in the human plane. And further, whatever 
weight we may be inclined to give their testimony, 

18 Human Personality, chap. ix. 
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DEMONIAC POSSESSION. 153 

spiritual healers"9 who are constantly in contact wit. 
repulsive abnormal conditions, succeed in "curing" by 
exorcism, where ordinary medical means have failed. 
But whatever our individual conviction and feeling may 
be, we cannot shirk the fact that the Church is committed 
to this doctrine of the spiritual world. Demonology 
after all rests upon the same basis as Angelology. 
Belief in a Guardian Angel is no more easy-though the 
word be more comfortable-than belief in an unclean 
spirit; and the Liturgy of the Church never lets this belief 
drop out of sight, for it is with Angels and Archangels 
that she offers her perpetual hymn of praise to God. 

G. A. CHAMBERLAIN. 

1 e.g. Blumhardt, Hickson. 
E 
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